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Research Proposal

Topic:
The effectiveness of telehealth in improving healthcare access for rural populations in the United Kingdom.
1) Review question:
Can the use of telehealth help to minimise inequitable and unacceptable delays to access to healthcare in rural communities in the UK?
2) Objectives:
· Dissect the evidence to assess the effectiveness of TeleHealth in addressing geographical barriers and barriers due to travel time/waiting times for rural communities in the UK.
· To evaluate how effective it is to utilise telehealth in improving access to primary, specialist and follow-up care in ‘rural UK’ local areas.
· To investigate the impact of digital literacy, internet access, age and socio-economic factors on accessibility and utilisation of telehealth by the rural population.
· To inform understanding of the organisational, technological and professional issues that help or hinder effective embedding of the application of telehealth in rural NHS services.
3) Rationale:
Access for rural areas isn't simply difficult; it is built around the concept of being difficult! The geographical disadvantage was seen in Wales, where rural patients had to travel an average of 6.3 km for primary care and urban patients 2.3 km (Johnson et al., 2025). While this burden could be countered by telehealth, it is essential to keep in mind that the mere availability of something at the national level does not equate to being effective for all. An analysis of more than 53 million primary-care records from England has indicated that those who used the platform were younger, less deprived, and more likely to be women than when compared to those who used GP services, which may point to selective use of the platform (Fonseca et al., 2024). In Scotland, there were tangible benefits as 1,709 digital appointments resulted in 44,712 miles of travel avoided, although there were practical implementation hurdles in technical systems, such as integration, along with administrative considerations (Rzewuska Díaz et al., 2024). Challenges with limited digital access from the UK rheumatology survey resulted in decreased confidence and satisfaction with remote care, and equity is a concern since 19.7% of participants had no internet-enabled device with which to access remote care services (Hider et al., 2023). Adoption depends on the practitioner skills, suitability with the workflow, and organisational support, which influences effectiveness based on the service design (Turnbull et al., 2024). Although video consultation in the context of pharmaceutical services might help with quicker access and satisfaction, the role of video consultations remains unclear with regard to subsequent workload areas (Parsons et al., 2023). Rural synthesis is needed, as these will be mixed up with increasing access and digital displacement of barriers.
4) Methods:
The databases of PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus and Google Scholar will be used to search for peer-reviewed studies (2022-2026) in the UK. Keywords used during the search will encompass the phrases 'telehealth', 'telemedicine', 'remote consultation', 'digital health', the NHS/devolved-nation terms and the phrase United Kingdom combined with 'rural' and 'remote'. Qualifying studies will be those that study populations from rural UK and comment on outcomes of access. Non-UK studies, opinion pieces, protocols and studies not having access findings will not be included. Screening and data charting will be done according to pre-determined criteria. Findings will be thematically collapsed and analysed on themes that will relate to accessibility, acceptability, equity, implementation and the outcomes of the clinical services.
5) Ethical considerations: 
No recruiting of participants will be done. This will include proper referencing and attempts to fairly represent the outcome of others’ work, clear selection of the work to be published, inclusion of any information gleaned from other people's work which can be identified by the reader of the published work, and an awareness of publication bias.
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